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Wetlands management falls 
into two broad categories-
wetlands preservation and 
wetlands manipulation. 
Preservation is not a "hands-
off" policy; even a preserved 
wetland may need help to stay in 
its natural state. Whatever the 
degree of management, a 
preserved wetland is a standard 
by which we measure what we 
have done to the environment 
and to the prairie pothole region. 
Manipulation, on the other 
hand, means the wetland owner 
has some changes in mind for 
the wetland. Many of those 
changes can be as 
environmentally sound as other 
good agricultural practices, 
rotational grazing or shelterbelt 
planting, for example. 
Whether for preservation or 
manipulation, wetlands 
management always involves a 
partnership between man and 
nature. 
Managing for 
wildlife cover 
"Cover" and "shelter" are the 
same thing. Just as shelter is one 
of our basic needs in life, so is 
cover a basic need of wildlife. 
We shelter ourselves behind 
bricks, under blankets, and in 
clothing. Wetland dwellers 
shelter in cattail growths, willow 
thickets, and nearby alfalfa 
fields. Usually, the more variety 
in the cover, the more variety in 
the wildlife it will support. 
A productive wetland will 
have submerged, emergent, and 
shoreline vegetation for both 
food and cover. The same 
wetland may have a portion of 
its shoreline open. These open 
areas are especially attractive to 
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resting waterfowl and to 
muskrats, mink, skunks, and 
other wetland dwellers. 
If a wetland is to continue 
providing cover and food to 
wildlife, it must go through 
occasional droughts. These may 
be natural or man induced. A 
temporary drought aerates the 
bottom soil and speeds up plant 
decay. The decay frees nutrients 
that will support an abundance 
of aqua tic insects when water 
again refills the wetland. 
Aquatic insects are a major food 
source for ducks, geese, and a 
variety of birds and other small 
animals. 
On shore, on the surrounding 
upland, and on the wetland 
edge,the plant cover can be 
manipulated to determine the 
kinds and numbers of ducks that 
will be attracted to the wetland. 
Most duck nests will be on 
nearby uplands in pastures, 
hayfields, and idle tracts. 
Mallards and pintails have even 
been known to nest in stubble 
and plowed fields. Closer to the 
wetland will be gadwall, wigeon, 
teal, and shoveler nests. Around 
the water margin will be scaup 
nests. Redheads, canvasbacks, 
ruddy ducks, coots, and grebes 
will build nests in emergent 
vegetation or on floating 
platforms. 
Not every species of duck will 
nest on every wetland. That 
depends on geographical 
location, and the size and 
characteristics of the individual 
site. 
Wetlands also provide nesting 
cover for partridge, pheasants, 
and a variety of songbirds. In 
Iowa there were more pheasant 
nests per acre in dry wetland 
habitat than in any other habitat 
type. In wet years, pheasants 
still nest in vegetation on the 
edges. 
In winter, densely vegetated 
wetlands are practically the only 
remaining winter cover in upper 
Midwestern agricultural areas, 
harboring deer, pheasants, 
cottontails, furbearers, and other 
species. 
Overwinter survival of many 
game species depends directly 
on the quantity and quality of 
wetland cover. In Minnesota, for 
example, white-tailed deer spend 
more than 80% of their time in 
wetlands from December through 
April. To conserve body energy, 
deer avoid major changes in 
daily temperatures by 
congregating in dense wetland 
cover that protects them from 
the wind, cold, and snow. These 
survivors become next year's 
breeding stock. 
Managing for year-round 
cover is the best thing you can 
do for your wetland. 
Managing for trapping 
If you've seen muskrats or 
coyotes in your wetland and if 
you or the young people in your 
family like to be outdoors in all 
weather, your management goal 
for your wetland might be 
trapping furbearers. 
Trapping is an excellent 
occupation for young people-
they can start with little money, 
don't need expensive 
transportation to run down to 
the wetland daily to check the 
traplines, and will learn many 
values from the out-of-doors. 
If they learn well, they will 
earn more money than they 
expected. Fur buyers paid $2 .4 
million to South Dakota trappers 
for furs in the 1980-81 season, 
for example, and hunters spent 
Given the large variety of structures that waterfowl will accept, your imagination is 
just about the only limiting factor when you construct nesting platforms. Wood 
ducks like boxes, but other ducks and geese are more casual in their selection. 
Replace bedding in the winter. 
$63.5 million in South Dakota in 
1982. 
If no one in your family wants 
to trap, you can still earn extra 
income by leasing the trapping 
rights, since the majority of 
hunting and trapping occurs on 
private wetlands. 
There are plenty of furbearers 
to harvest-muskrats, mink, 
raccoons, foxes, skunks, coyotes, 
weasels, and beaver. The 
trapping season usually runs 
from mid-November through the 
winter when pelts are prime. 
The initial investment for 
equipment is relatively small. 
The mam items are the traps. 
Trap prices vary, from $3 or $4 
for muskrat traps to $15 or more 
for some large beaver traps. You 
will also need a hatchet, small 
trowel, trap stakes, wire, a dirt 
sifter, scent and lure, and maybe 
hip boots. You could start 
muskrat trapping with a couple 
dozen traps for less than $150. 
If you're trapping your own 
wetland, the only other 
investment is time-the time 
spent to set and check traps. Fur 
buyers often purchase the whole 
animal, so you wouldn't even 
have to skin your catch. 
A good muskrat marsh will 
probably pay back the initial 
investment and a little more the 
first year. In the second year, 
you should make a good profit. 
Your investment will be paid off, 
and you will be experienced, too. 
If a wetland has forbearer 
habitat, it will probably have 
between 5 and 15 muskrats per 
acre. An experienced trapper 
may catch 75% of these 
muskrats. That means a return 
from $10 to $35 per wetland 
acre for the pelts if the price per 
pelt is $3. Pelt prices vary 
considerably from year to year. 
Good muskrat habitat in South 
Dakota will yield 20 or more 
muskrats per acre with values 
over $50-$60 per acre of 
wetland. A bonus for a muskrat 
trapper is catching a mink which 
has a current pelt value of $15 
to $40. 
Managing by leasing 
If you want to lease out 
trapping rights, the lease could 
be for a set cash value, for a 
percentage of the harvest, or 
bartered for some services. 
In high human population 
areas, hunters sometimes lease 
wetlands and adjacent upland. 
Leases for waterfowl hunting 
are the most common, although 
agreements may include hunting 
pheasants and other game 
animals. As early as 1960, the 
highest priced leases in 
Minnesota gave farmers 
approximately the same net 
profit per acre as did an acre of 
cropland. 
Hunting leases in areas of low 
human population are less 
common. In 1982, less than 1 % 
of South Dakota hunters leased 
wetlands. 
Other wetland 
management goals 
There are other people who 
like to come to wetlands. They 
are birdwatchers, hikers, cross 
country skiers, canoeists, artists, 
students, and teachers. 
Use is highest around high 
human population centers, 
where public wetlands and some 
private ones have been set aside 
for nature study, research, and 
other nonconsumptive uses. 
It is difficult to place a dollar 
value on the aesthetic qualities 
of wetlands. Sometimes a profit 
can be made by selling a 
wetland to an agency or 
organization, and tax benefits 
can be claimed from donations of 
wetlands to tax exempt 
organizations. However, the 
family living on the farm can 
benefit the most from the 
aesthetic and recreational 
opportunities. A private wetland 
can provide the farm family with 
a place to hunt, trap, watch 
birds and other animals, and at 
the same time, it can supply 
livestock with forage in dry 
years and a watering area in 
wet years. 
Managing for 
specific goals 
Usually, landowners or a 
public or private group will have 
specific management goals in 
mind for their marshes. Your 
goal may be to create open 
water areas for ducklings. 
Another landowner may want to 
hay his wetland for livestock 
forage. 
More extensive management 
projects include soil 
conservation practices; wetland 
acquisition programs; and a 
variety of wetland habitat 
improvement projects such as 
dike, dam, ditch, or island 
construction. Generally, these 
practices are costly but highly 
successful in improving or 
preserving wetland habitat. 
Other wetland management 
techniques include building 
nesting boxes and platforms; 
mowing, burning, cutting, and 
grazing wetlands; and planting 
nesting cover for waterfowl and 
upland gamebirds. 
Upland nesting cover. 
Landowners can increase 
waterfowl use of their wetlands 
by providing upland nesting 
habitat. In the northern Great 
Plains, nesting cover can be 
created by either leaving strips 
of undisturbed native grasses or 
by converting cropland into 
dense nesting cover. Dense 
nesting cover is created by 
planting a mixture of grasses 
and legumes. Best results are 
obtained when such cover is 
then left undisturbed for 4 to 7 
years, but leaving it idle even 
every other year isn't a bad 
plan. 
Contact nearby state or 
federal agencies for advice on 
dense nesting cover. 
Soil conservation practices. In 
upper Midwestern agricultural 
areas, soil conservation can help 
to protect wetlands by reducing 
runoff of sediments, nutrients, 
and other pollutants from farm 
fields. Soil conservation 
practices are beneficial to both 
wetland and upland habitat and 
include terracing, strip cropping, 
proper grazing practices, and 
minimum tillage of uplands. 
Technical assistance with soil 
conservation can be obtained 
from the Soil Conservation 
Service office in your county. 
Wetland preservation. 
Landowners who are interested 
in preserving their wetlands may 
find private, local, state, or 
federal programs that apply to 
their land. Such programs may 
include land tax relief, wetland 
easements, wetland purchases, 
or incentive programs. 
I 
VJ 
"' u
g 
-LAG BOLT 
UPPER SIDE #2 
.3" 4" 
CD 
(!l 
z 
u 
c,: 
0.. 
VJ 
I" X 12" 
ROUGH 
LUMBER 
TOE -NAILED SPIKE 
SIDE #I 
-12"-- --14"-
I-
~ 
a: 
c,: 
8 
u 
'.e 
X 
st 
X 
st 
WATER 
FRONT 
INSIDE 
VIEW 
LOWER SIDE :::2 
I 
~ 
~P--12"-
BACK 
WATER 
ffi 
i ..., 
> 
0 
CD 
c,: 
z 
i 
--12"-
I • • 
~ DRAIN 
HOLES 
I • • ----FLOOR 
A wood duck nesting box is cheap to build, easy to maintain, and inaccessible to 
nest predators if you put the on sheet metal guard. Provide hay, sawdust, or wood 
shavings for a nest base, as wood ducks do not collect nesting materials. 
Regional and state wetland 
preservation programs and 
options are covered in a 
separate pamphlet in this 
packet. 
Dredge, dike, ditch, and island 
construction. Some of these 
techniques will create open 
water areas within a wetland. 
These open water areas are 
attractive to waterfowl broods 
and other wetland wildlife. A 
variety of birds and mammals 
can be attracted to a marsh by 
creating a balance between open 
water and vegetated areas. 
Wetlands alteration may 
require state or federal permits, 
and professional guidance is 
recommended. 
Dredging and diking are 
expensive, but may also be the 
only practical methods for 
controlling water levels. Often, a 
series of low overflow dikes in 
which water levels are 
controlled by pumps, siphons, or 
simple flap-gates is an effective 
means of water level control and 
helps to create a favorable and 
productive marsh. Water control 
structures enable wetland water 
levels to be lowered to stimulate 
emergent plant growth 
(smartweeds, bulrushes) and 
then raised to provide proper 
water levels for fall hunting. 
Blasting with ammonium 
nitrate has been used to create 
openings in existing wetlands 
and to create ditch systems. This 
method is often discouraged 
since it leaves spoil banks that 
are susceptible to wind and 
wave erosion. 
A more practical means of 
opening up wetland habitat is 
dragline construction of ditches, 
spoil banks, and spoil islands. 
Small islands and banks can 
often be created using a tractor 
with a backhoe or scraper blade. 
A number of studies have 
shown that islands and spoil 
banks supply waterfowl nesting 
sites, provide den sites for 
muskrats, and provide habitat 
for a variety of marshbirds, 
songbirds, and mammals. Open-
water ditches provide feeding, 
resting, and brood rearing 
habitat for waterfowl. Small 
islands with dense nesting cover 
and spaced at least 300 feet 
from the upland appear most 
attractive to nesting waterfowl. 
In large open marshes, wave 
action may damage islands. In 
this event, you can line the edges 
of islands with rock riprap to 
prevent erosion. 
On very large marshes, some 
state, private, or federal groups 
have created extensive level 
ditches. Level ditches are a 
series of islands and open-water 
ditches that attract furbearers 
and waterfowl and improve boat 
access during the hunting and 
trapping seasons. 
Though level ditching may be 
favorable for wildlife and 
sportsmen, extensive ditch 
construction in small marshes 
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may cause permanent damage to 
the wetland ecosystem. Level 
ditching is expensive and 
requires state and federal 
permits and the advice of 
professional biologists. 
Artificial nest sites. Some 
ducks are attracted to artificial 
nest structures. Wood ducks will 
readily accept nest boxes where 
their natural nesting habitat, 
primarily hollow trees, is 
lacking. These boxes may be 
hidden in trees or placed on 
poles in small openings in the 
wetland. Other ducks, such as 
mallards, may nest in basket-like 
structures secured on tops of 
poles over the water. 
Eggs in nest boxes and baskets 
are occasionally susceptible to 
predation by furbearers such as 
raccoons and mink and by some 
birds. Predation by mink and 
raccoon can be reduced by 
adding a barrier on the pole 
below the nest box or basket. 
Maintenance of nesting boxes 
and baskets includes removing 
old material each winter and 
putting in fresh nesting material 
(such as wild hay or flax straw). 
Wood chips and shavings can 
also be used in wood duck boxes. 
To make your wetland an 
attractive nesting site for 
Canada geese, you can erect a 
large tub or platform with raised 
sides and side bars to serve as a 
nesting structure. The bottom of 
the platform should have holes in 
it so that rain water can drain 
out. 
Such structures should be 
placed in small openings in 
marsh vegetation. This will 
minimize damage from wind and 
wave and ice action. Generally, 
nesting structure placement is 
easiest during winter. Nesting 
material, such as wild hay, 
should be cleaned out and 
replaced each year well before 
pairs of geese return in the 
spring. 
An alternative to nesting 
platforms and tubs is placing 
large bales of flax straw in 
wetlands. This works best over 
the ice in winter. When the ice 
melts, the bales will settle to the 
bottom. Highest use will occur 
when approximately half of each 
bale is above the surface of the 
water. 
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